
A Wife's Duty To Work and Her Husband's Corresponding Duty 
To Maintain Her

A Wife's Duty To Work

The  Mishnah states  that  a  married  woman must  perform seven 'labors';  six  are  domestic  chores  - 
grinding [grain], baking, laundering, cooking, nursing, and bed-making - but the seventh is the spinning 
of wool into thread to generate income for her husband.1

This  list  is  for  'poor'  women,  but  where  the  husband or  wife  have  maidservants,  or  the  financial 
wherewithal to purchase them, the wife's duties are correspondingly reduced,2 and a number of poskim 
extend this to the employment of domestic help.3 Even these 'wealthy' women, however, must engage 
in at least some work, as idleness leads to mental and moral degradation.4

A related qualification, accepted by most  poskim, is that women are not obligated to engage in those 
labors that are not customary for them;5 hence, the German rishonim declared that “our women” cannot 
be compelled to grind or launder, since “it is not their custom”.6

Her Husband's Duty To Maintain Her

Corresponding to a wife's  obligation to work is her husband's  obligation to maintain her,  and it  is 
crucial to understand that the  Halachah  follows the view that this arrangement is primarily for  the 
wife's benefit,  and that she therefore has the right to say “I will  not be maintained and I will  not 
work”.7 The  poskim  disagree over whether a woman who says this is exempt from all seven of her 
duties,8 or only from income-producing work, but remains obligated in her domestic chores;9 whether 
she also relinquishes her right to be provided with clothing, or just food;10 and whether she may choose 
to revert to the original arrangement,11 or has irrevocably forfeited the right to be maintained by her 
husband.12

Conversely, since these mutual obligations are primarily for the wife's benefit, a husband who tells his 
wife to keep her income and use it to supply herself with food will nevertheless remain liable to make 
up any shortfall,13 and  the  poskim  disagree  as  to  whether  he  has  the  right  ab initio  to  make  this 
arrangement even if he commits in advance to guarantee to provide her with the shortfall.14

The above discussion refers to the spouses' attempts to abrogate their responsibilities during the course 
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of the marriage; the  Halachah  is clear, however, that at the onset of the marriage, they are free to 
stipulate that their marriage shall not have these attendant obligations.15

Application to Contemporary Society

There is no settled consensus on the application of these corresponding obligations to contemporary 
society. Some poskim maintain that the only work required of a wife by Chazal  is the processing of 
wool,  and  even  though this  is  not  currently viable,  she  cannot  be  compelled  to  do  anything else 
instead,16 and some object specifically to work outside the home, which can violate feminine modesty 
norms.17 A dissenting opinion assumes that she must work at the sorts of jobs that women typically do,  
and for which she is trained, insofar as this is consistent with her basic household duties such as child 
care.18

The right of a husband to wages earned by his wife for employment of a sort in which she is not 
obligated  is  also  the  subject  of  considerable  dispute  between  the  poskim;  some suggest  that  such 
income should not be classified as ordinary ma'asei yadayim (wages), but as metziah (found property) 
or as mosar ma'asei yadayim (excess wages), which are governed by different rules,19 but there is again 
a dissenting view that insists that any income that a wife generates through normal employment, even if 
such employment does not fit into  Chazal's framework of wifely labor, is considered in lieu and in 
place of her traditional income.20

Additionally, the Halachah is clear that a husband who does not maintain his wife is not entitled to her 
income;21 some poskim therefore consider the possibility that women who are their family's primary or 
exclusive breadwinner may be entitled to retain their earnings, since they are not being supported by 
their husbands.22
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